



British Higher Education Policy in the Last Twenty Years









































demic	 friends	 and	 colleagues	 of	 how	 I	 pro-













































1) Make-believe as government policy
In	 1992	 John	Major’s	 government	 passed	 a	Further	 and	Higher	Education	
Act	which	brought	dramatic	change	to	higher	education.,	Since	1965,	British	
higher	 education	 had	 been	 organized	 on	what	was	 called	 the	 “binary	 sys-
tem”,	 binary	 because	 divided	 between	 universities	 and	 other	 institutions,	
mainly	polytechnics	and	teachers’	training	colleges.	The	degrees	awarded	by	








































The  National  Committee  of  Inquiry  into 
























ingham,	was	 founded	 in	 the	 late	 1970s	 and	












tial	Address	 to	 the	 British	Academy,	 1997,	
ms,	p.	2.
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The number of  students  in higher  education 








careerists	–	 some	of	whom	make	excellent	use	of	 their	devolved	power	 to	
determine	their	own	salaries.











a  report  commissioned  by  the  government13	 recently	 showed	 that	 salaries	
since	1981	alone	have	fallen	by	30%	compared	with	the	average	earnings	of	






3) Mrs Thatcher’s assault
Despite	the	steady	increase	in	student	numbers,	Mrs	Thatcher	made	savage	
cuts	in	higher	education	funding.	In	the	years	after	she	was	first	elected	Prime	










































This	background	explains	how	it	came	about	 that	when	 in	January	1985	 it	
was	proposed	to	bestow	an	honorary	degree	on	the	Prime	Minister,	an	Oxford	
graduate,	the	proposal	was	defeated	in	Congregation,	the	dons’	analogue	to	
Parliament,	by	738	votes	 to	319,	 the	 largest	margin	ever	 recorded.	 In	 thus	
snubbing	 the	 Prime	Minister,	 the	 dons	 knew	 they	 were	 taking	 a	 political	




“…	absolutely	 fundamental	 to	 the	central	purpose	 for	which	we	and	other	educational	 insti-







humanities,	 urging	 that	 a	 Research	 Council	





















neither	 logical	nor	 just.	 It	would	be	 truer	 to	
say	 that	 an	 economic	 performance	 widely	
recognized  to  have  been  outstandingly  bad 
has  occurred  in  spite  of  the  contribution  of 













interpretations.	 The	 humanities,	 with	 a	 few	
exceptions	like	archaeology,	rarely	make	true	
discoveries.  Their  purpose  is  rather  to  pre-
serve  traditions  of  learning  and  understand-































means	 that	 in	 certain	 fields	 British	 scholars	 will	 have	 to	 rely	 on	 libraries	
abroad,	probably	the	library	of	Congress.
4) The motives for the assault
On	8	June	1984	The Times Higher Education Supplement published a long 
and	densely	argued	editorial	entitled	“Popper’s	nightmare”.	Karl	Popper,	I	am	
sure	you	know,	was	a	philosopher	famous	for	his	attacks	on	totalitarianism	

















consequences.	Unable	 to	ascertain	what	 is	 in	 the	minds	of	many	 individuals,	he	must	 try	 to	
control and stereotype interests and beliefs by education and propaganda. But this attempt to 
exercise	power	over	minds	must	destroy	the	last	possibility	of	finding	out	what	people	really	








a	Tory	 offensive	 against	 intellectual	 dissent.	 For	what	 from	 the	 top	 of	 the	
system can appear nothing more  than a sensible administrative policy may 









of	 subsequent	governments,	have	 followed	mercantilist	 and	 to	what	 extent	
they	have	 rather	 followed	dirigiste	principles.	First,	however,	 I	must	 try	 to	
explain	the	thinking	–	or,	more	accurately,	the	attitudes	–	which	underlie	this	
approach to educational policy.











29	 January	 1985	was	 released	 to	 the	 Press.	
He	 prepared	 a	 copy	 of	 it	 with	 invaluable	




Magazine	 172,	 Eighth	 Week	 Michaelmas	
term	1999,	pp.1–5.
18
There	was	 little	 remission	 in	 the	 decline	 of	
funding  for science over  the period. For ex-
ample,	much	damning	 information	appeared	
in  a  short  article  by  the  Science  Editor  of 
the Independent	newspaper	entitled	“Science	
chiefs’	 budget	 attacks	 were	 suppressed”.	
(Independent,	10	September	1992,	p.	6)	The	
government had grossly  falsified  the  figures 




written:	 “On	 present	 government	 plans,	 the	




The  editor  goes  so  far  as  to  admit  that  in 
“some	 recent	 decisions”	 he	 had	 “confused	
his	 constitutional	 authority	 with	 his	 private	
prejudices”,	 and	mentions	his	 “hostile	 scep-
ticism	about	social	science”.	In	conversation	



































For	Thatcherism,	 this	 is	all	cant	and	hogwash.	The	professions	are	 interest	








In	 her	 belief	 that	 only	 the	 economy	 is	 real,	 the	 rest	 is	 just	 rationalization,	












such	 non-conformism	 is	Calvinist,	 Puritan.	 Puritanism	 is	 at	 the	 same	 time	






































Cambridge	have	switched	from	our	 traditional	 three-term	academic	year	 to	


































of  the  3-year  BA  course. There  is  plenty  of 
informal	feedback	from	tutors,	but	the	idea	is,	
or	used	to	be,	that	students	should	take	some	
responsibility  for  pacing  themselves  and 







quoted  in  the  report  of  the  House  of  Lords 
debate	 (see	 footnote	4).	 In	 the	 same	 source,	






































While	 there	 is	 really	no	market	 in	British	higher	education,	 I	 suppose	 that	




to charities. In Britain people think that  their  taxes support cultural  institu-
tions,	including	universities,	and	resent	the	idea	that	they	should	give	extra.	


























































We	 have	 even	 been	 warned	 about	 the	 use	
of	 qualitative	 judgments	 in	 testimonials:	we	
should	“stick	to	the	facts”.
28



























































































ment,	who	 are	 responsible.	To	 their	 undying	 shame,	 the	British	Academy,	
which	for	a	while	acted	like	a	research	council	(though	an	exceptionally	poor	
one)	for	the	humanities,	decided33	in	1991	to	recommend	to	the	government,	
which	 of	 course	 accepted,34  that  students  should  finish  their  doctorates  in 
three	or	 at	most	 four	years	of	 graduate	 study.	The	motive	behind	 this	was	
power,	not	saving	money.	Scientists,	who	begin	their	research	careers	in	a	far	
more	tightly	controlled	environment,	are	normally	set	a	piece	of	work	for	the	
doctorate,	which	 is	completed	 in	 three	years.	Humanities	 research	students	
were	taking	far	longer,	though	less	long	than	their	American	counterparts.
If	one	 is	 lucky	enough	 to	be	among	 the	very	 few	students	who	get	a	 state	

























employed,	 before	 finishing	 their	 doctorates,	

























7) The modern consensus: 


























8) A fundamentally different view of universities
Our Prime Minister  apparently  thinks  that  the purpose of universities  is  to 
promote	social	engineering	and	economic	progress.	I	would	like	to	put	for-
ward,	as	briefly	as	I	can,	an	alternative	view.





























































































































A) Appendix 1: Academic Recruitment Today
The	House	of	Lords	debate	mainly	interests	me	for	what	it	said	about	aca-




































simply	 do	 not	 realize	 what	 it	 is	 they	 have	
received.  I  think Oxford  should make much 
more systematic and explicit efforts to eradi-

















“[A]lready	 people	 are	 leaving	 Oxford	 and	
Cambridge  for  the  USA  in  order  to  recover 














B) Appendix 2: The Statistics of Expansion






























now	 forbade	 it.	 In	 the	United	 States	 there	 is	 a	 free	market	 in	 professorial	



























of	 six	 grades:	 the	 top	 is	 5*,	 the	 rest	 go	 down	 from	5	 to	 1.	A	 complicated	




How	is	 this	calculated?	The	HEFCE	assigns	a	sum	of	money	 to	each	 joint	
grade	from	5*	to	1.	Let	us	call	these	unknown	figures	u	,	v	,	w	,	x, y and z. 
(I  suspect  that  z  has  a  value  of  zero.)  The  values  of  these  figures  are  not 
announced	until	 the	assessment	 is	complete,	nor	 is	 the	 total	sum	of	money	
available	for	distribution.	The	money	awarded	to	the	department	is	then	the	



























time	profited	 from	being	bicephalous:	 the	 friendly	 rivalry	between	Oxford	
and	Cambridge	is	harmless	and	may	be	beneficial.	However,	competition	for	
limited	resources,	as	in	both	cases	given	above,	is	another	matter,	and	in	many	
cases	 seems	 an	 insane	way	of	 running	 the	 university	 system:	 co-operation	
would	be	both	pleasanter	and	far	more	efficient.
























working	class	who	are	 the	 real	problem;	 those	ethnic	groups,	 for	example,	
who	are	under-represented	at	university	are	those	who	identify	with	the	work-
ing class rather than the middle class.






working	 class	with	 a	 set	 of	 self-conscious	 values	 and	 attitudes:	 the	work-




Obviously	 this	 is	 a	vast	 and	complex	 topic.	British	working-class	 counter-
culture	has	more	or	less	captured	pop	culture	and	the	media,	so	that	all	young	
people	feel	it	obligatory	to	flirt	with	it.	Young	members	of	the	upper	middle	






































































dom	from	an	article	I	saw	by	chance	in	The Independent Education Supple­
ment.46	It	is	headed:	“New	tables	will	lift	the	lid	on	university	life.	For	years,	
universities have successfully sidestepped government attempts to establish 












this	year?”	Every	 single	person	answered	either	 “Filling	 in	 forms	 like	 this	
one”	or	“Lack	of	time	for	research”.
The	Dearing	Report	says	(p.	218,	para.	14.17):	“A	survey	carried	out	among	
academic  staff  in one English  institution  found 25 per  cent of  respondents 
reported	the	reason	for	stress	to	be	‘too	much	work	–	no	time	to	complete	it’.	
































Before	 the	 inspection,	 a	department	has	 to	write	 a	6,000	word	 self-assess-
ment	 along	minutely	 prescribed	 lines.	 “Objectives”	 have	 to	 be	 keyed	 into	
“aims”,	which	in	turn	have	to	be	keyed	into	the	university’s	“mission	state-
ment”.	Since	I	was	in	charge	of	my	faculty’s	submission,	I	took	this	to	my	
30-year-old	daughter,	who	is	a	writer	and	a	master	of	parody.	Her	product	so	
pleased	the	inspectors	that	it	was	borrowed	by	another	university	who	were	
being inspected after us.
This	illustrates	that	the	only	way	to	live	under	such	a	regime	is	by	cynical	op-
portunism.	Asked	to	predict	the	results	of	one’s	research,	the	only	safe	tactic	
is	to	put	down	the	results	one	has	achieved	already.	Genuine	research,	after	
all,	may	turn	out	to	be	going	up	a	blind	alley.	One	works	out	what	it	is	that	
the	authorities	want	to	hear,	and	tells	it	to	them.	That	is	one	reason	why	the	
centralization	of	authority	leads	to	ever	increasing	inefficiency,	as	Karl	Pop-
per pointed out. It also leads to a collapse in morale.
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By	Lucy	Hodges,	29	July	1999,	p.	2.
